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Abstract 
Investigations into Social Game Theory 
By 
Stephen Bryce Harper 
Bachelor of Fine Arts, University of Kentucky, 2003 
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006 
Director / Thesis Committee Chair: John Heroy 
Associate Professor 
Department of Photography and Film 
 
 
Investigations into Social Game Theory is a document that describes my two-year 
exploration of the ritual encapsulated in our societal framework. It discusses the thoughts 
and processes that accompanied the three bodies of work that led to the creation of my 
final thesis exhibition.    
 
 1
Introduction 
When I arrived at VCU, I had just completed a body of work examining how the 
“self” is prepared for human interaction.  The work was new and came with little 
research into the social role that had been created for me; it was a mere investigation 
into the surface value of persona.  I wanted to explore these ideas more thoroughly and 
see how I fit into society’s game. 
As a part of this research, I looked into my predecessors in the field of art and 
how their influence or insight might affect my own work.  Although art history was a 
standard part of the curriculum for my undergraduate studies, I found I had not known 
about the works of many contemporary conceptual artists.  Research, as well as 
interaction with colleagues in seminar and studio practice, introduced me to the works 
of Erwin Wurm, Sophie Calle, Anthony Goicolea, and Vito Aconci.  Their influence 
brought new insight into my analysis of the roles of the individual, of self exploration, 
and of character.  I also began to look into the field of philosophy and social 
psychology.  Works by theorists such as Jacques Lacan, Erving Goffman, and Jacques 
Derrida clarified the role of self and its translation to societal structure.  Chantal 
Pontbriand’s Performance and Photography reflected my new interests in photography 
as I began my graduate term.  In the text, Pontbriand points out the use of photography 
as a tool for exploring persona. 
The strong presence of performativity found in contemporary photography is a 
formidable exercise for exploring the ins and outs of human consciousness.  
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Photography, whether performed in some way itself or for a document of 
performance, enables us to better grasp the affects of the present day. 
I began to refer to my situation in society as a societal game and from this created a 
body of work that helped me to investigate this game.  The strategies that I began to use 
in determining the rules for the game and how I was to play it came from social 
observation as well as research into game theory.  According to Bruno Verbeek and 
Christopher Morris “game theory is the systematic study of interdependent rational 
choice. It may be used to explain, to predict, and to evaluate human behavior in contexts 
where the outcome of action depends on what several agents choose to do and where 
their choices depend on what others choose to do.”  While game theory is rooted in 
applied mathematics, there are connections to other fields, like biology, psychology, 
sociology, and philosophy.  I wanted to use this scientific model of study as a 
framework for my investigations of the “self” and its role in society.  
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An Evolution of Work 
Inquest 
          A body of people assembled to hold an official inquiry. 
Inquest was a project that started after I had observed myself monitoring my 
environment and noticed a change in my behavior.  For the first time, I became acutely 
aware of my surroundings in relation to social stigmas and how I was reacting to them.  
I had always known that we make decisions or judgments about our surroundings and 
the people we interact with, but what seemed to catch me off guard was that I began to 
notice it happen and adjust myself accordingly.  This action happens cerebrally, and it is 
not an initiated reaction.  Because of this, we can’t stop it; it happens before we shut the 
process down.  It was Erving Goffman who seemed to clarify these thoughts for me.  In 
The Preservation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman’s words on performitivity summed 
up my situation and how I had become more self-aware: 
 I refer to the fact that while the performer is ostensibly immersed and given 
over to the activity he is performing, and is apparently engrossed in his actions 
in a spontaneous, uncalculating way, he must none the less be affectively 
dissociated from his presentation in a way that leaves him free to cope with 
dramaturgical contingencies as they arise. 
Inquest began as I selected a group of ten strangers—not all strangers to me, but 
to each other.  I asked friends of mine to introduce me to friends of theirs, which 
broadened the scope of the project, and the circle of participants involved became more 
dynamic.  The choice of subject then was out of my hands, eliminating myself 
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editorially.  This group was then photographed in a neutral space with tight ID-style 
headshots.  This was intended to recreate the social model of identification as well as to 
focus on the individual’s bust -- removing unwanted stimuli that might sway the next 
steps of the process.  The participants were then shown a photograph of another 
member of the game and asked to comment on the “character” before them.  The 
monologue was often recorded in private to discourage any bias created by my 
presence.  The final product of this inquest was shown in a gallery setting.  The 
audience encountered images placed in a lineup, selected in a random order, and 
accompanied by the audio recordings of the monologues, which were also played at 
random.  Again, Goffman’s words on character in relation to life and stage solidified 
my hopes for the audience’s reaction to Inquest: 
The stage presents things that are make believe; presumably life presents things 
that are real and sometimes not well rehearsed.  More important, perhaps, on the 
stage one player presents himself in the guise of a character to characters 
projected by other players; the audience constitutes a third party to the 
interaction - one that is essential and yet, if the stage performance were real, one 
that would not be there.  In real life, the three parties are compressed into two; 
the part one individual plays is tailored to the parts played by others present, and 
yet these others also constitute the audience. 
I intended Inquest to comment on the social game that occurs as we “see” 
people.  It also asks if the knowledge gained through the experience of the work 
changes the way we interact with the others involved.  I replaced the real-life game of 
judgment with a new one.  The participants shared the common ground of being 
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members of the group even if they were unaware of the identities of the other group 
members.  Their role in the game was skewed by the knowledge that others would be 
carrying out a similar role in the contest and that they too would be subject to scrutiny.  
The game repeated itself when shown to an audience.  The randomness of order created 
a tension in the audience, as they wanted to know who in the line up was speaking and 
whom they were speaking about.  This made them aware of the social scrutiny present 
in the room and also created a bridge back to the beginning of the game set in society.      
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Context and Affirmation 
It seemed that although a lot of my work was spawned from self-referential 
notions, it was often projected on a secondary participant in order to solidify the ideas.  
My next body of work, Context and Affirmation, was my first attempt in graduate 
school to keep the work completely personal.  Through my earlier research into social 
psychology and behavior, I discovered the writings of Jacques Lacan.  Lacan’s theory 
of "The Decentering Self" states that the subject is nothing more than a moment in 
discourse and that the self is based in that language.  Again I related these new concepts 
to my own life in hopes of unraveling the societal foundation. 
I moved to Virginia for graduate school and almost immediately became keenly 
aware of myself in relation to new people.  I was a stranger to everyone, and everyone 
was a stranger to me.  Particularly, I noted the changes in my personality that occurred 
within certain groups in my attempt to make friends and create relationships with 
colleagues.  I had already begun to consider social structure and identity, but these ideas 
seemed exceptionally relevant to me at this point.           
I had the perception that personality and personal identity could not exist outside 
the context and language built into the framework of the societal game.  Lacan’s 
concept tied together the relationship between identity and language, thus leading me to 
the following hypothesis:  I am nothing without context, void until given authentication, 
and artificial without environment, a doll performing in relation to my own reflection in 
society.  It seemed to me that one does have a choice as to what components of 
personality can be brought forth in any given societal performance, but even those 
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descriptors are also based in that game.  This categorization can be pointed out in 
Goffman’s words on stigma:   
Society establishes the means of categorizing persons and the complement of 
attributes felt to be ordinary and natural for members of each of these categories.  
Social settings establish the categories of persons likely to be encountered there.  
The routines of social intercourse in established settings allow us to deal with 
anticipated others without special attention or thought. 
The terms used to describe and categorize the “self” and their definitions are created in 
the game and are also learned as it is played in real time.  One can be whatever he wants 
to be, or whoever he wants to be, but all of his decisions stand within the societal 
context.  The performer is defined by the rules that govern the game —not only on how 
he should play it but also on who he must be while in the game.  His choices must be 
authenticated.  Without this affirmation from the game’s derivative, he is just acting out 
a set of parameters that allow him to be categorized in the context of the societal 
performance.   
Context and Affirmation tries to relay these ideas through the metaphor of a 
paper doll.  Dolls are also nothing without context: hollow and void of personality until 
they are given a name and situation in play.  It is the context that makes them real, 
through transfer from their owner.  I use these dolls to depict my situation.  They are 
placed in their environment, however artificial, but it is this artificiality evident in the 
doll that defines its role in the environment itself; the narrative that is built around them 
through the game gives them life.  Elisabeth Bronfen provides some insight into this 
“context” in her writings concerning the performances of Cindy Sherman: 
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The subject of the portrait has been created performatively, in fact it can only be 
 articulated as a performance.  The represented subject can, therefore, be 
 understood as a knot, binding together the various languages that have shaped it 
 through which it was able to express, in a displaced and dislocated manner, its 
 traumas, its memories, its desires and its fantasies.  In addition, this represented 
 subject performatively embodies the laws and dictates imposed upon it by the 
 family and by society, as well as any culturally acquired image repertoire. 
Context and Affirmation was created to mimic this performative aspect in 
relation to context.  Dolls, made from the multiplicity of character traits that make up 
my persona, were constructed out of the likeness of their deliverer or liaison to the 
game.  Staples, tape, and other marks of manufacturing were evident to prove that this 
object or character was a symbol, a stand-in for the “real.”  They function in the same 
way that a doll’s parts do, allowing the owner to recognize the doll’s artificiality and 
then use the doll as a game piece.  
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Reality TV 
 
           The slippage between real and representation is, in fact, the “real” 
   circumstance of contemporary times, encouraging the embrace of 
            theatricality as a condition of life, as represented in popular media 
                                  by reality TV.     - Karen Henry 
 
Reality TV was a project that stemmed from observations made from the Context 
and Affirmation series.  I began to consider societal structure and where we learn the 
rules for the game.  I also had several questions.  Where do we get information?  How is 
that information transmitted?  Whom can we believe?  Most of the answers came to me 
after analyzing prime-time news networks and the delivery methods used to reach the 
public.  The “news” is an outlet for all kinds of information, from the basics of what is 
right and wrong, to what we should or should not watch on television.  The deliverers of 
this information also sparked my interest.  Each anchor was different, and I am sure 
each was coached to have a particular style, or persona.  We can relate to some, but not 
to others, and the ones we do trust seem to always speak the truth.  This manipulated 
quality was interesting in the way we decipher fact from fiction.  In Simulations, Jean 
Baudrillard points out that once we recognize this manipulation, we might discover that 
all fact is translated through personal choice:  “for if any symptom can be “produced,” 
and can no longer be accepted as a fact of nature, then every illness may be considered 
as …simulated.” 
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These characters perform a script that not only delivers information on social 
behavior and knowledge, but that also creates social heroes or villains for us to 
embrace.  The concept of celebrity began to widen my notion of the mediated 
information exchange.  Newscasters deliver factual information, but with the growing 
belief in the television characters of many hit series on television, why wouldn’t it be 
possible for us to learn just as much from a more fictional character?  These TV 
personalities become the characters we love, but with most celebrities on television, we 
do not have any physical tie:  they become phantoms that appear only on screen and in 
our imaginations.  We begin to believe and trust in someone whom we have never met 
or have any factual basis to rely on.  Karen Henry points out in her article Photography 
as Performance that “a real person can not compete with a media image.”  These 
personalities are ghosts of truth: more symbol than reality.   
Reality TV began as sketches for an earlier video project.  I gathered images of 
the TV phantoms and began to reenact or mimic their performance.  Images were 
chosen by the information being delivered as well as by the aesthetic and charismatic 
presence of the deliverer.  I became at once the deliverer and the audience, translating 
information to myself.  By becoming the source, I was closer to the language that 
creates my identity.  
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Avatar 
             An image representing a user in a multi-user virtual reality  
 
 I created the Avatar project as a simplification of and more precise look at the 
self and mediated identity.  This concept was what initially started the Reality TV series 
and led me to investigate television as a delivery device for personae. 
 I have spoken often of the translation of self and identity through society, but 
with this project I wanted to concentrate on the self as it is made of parts.  In the 
Context and Affirmation series, I discussed the “choice as to what components of 
personality can be brought to the table in any given societal performance,” and this 
project was intended to decipher those components as characters that make up one 
identity.  This is not a discussion of schizophrenia or multiple personalities, but rather 
of the single personality, treating its different character traits as individual participants.   
 Each interaction in society is different.  These encounters are defined by several 
factors such as relationship, power, influence, gender, social stigma, and desired 
outcome.  With each new interaction, the self chooses from his arsenal which character 
to play.  The mouth creates a singular transmission, and even though there are routine 
exchanges between players, only one player may present itself at a time.  Jacques 
Derrida refers to identity as “someone who happens to be me with out knowing it.” 
 This project embodies several characters and examples of discourse with several 
specific audiences.  The audience is identifiable by costume, since in this case the 
persona is embodied by the screen.  It also allows for multiple characters to exist at 
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once and speak simultaneously.  In this manner, the viewer takes on the role of audience 
and is witness to the characters and their performance.  Each character is different and 
handles himself in a specific way in relation to the stimulus: the projected audience.  
Some characters are more resilient in the face of conflict, while others need more 
preparation and are often lost in monologue.  Still others are often seen off screen, 
possibly getting cues from other stimuli or other characters.  In this way the audience is 
privy to the inner workings as they happen in real time, without the disguise of the 
body.      
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Conclusion 
 These investigations have been tiring but enlightening.  They have brought me 
closer to the knowledge of what my role in this game is and how it can be better played.  
Along the way I have discovered new things about the societal structure I belong to and 
found new insights into my own structure.  And it was through this research and new 
enlightenment that a body of work was created.  I feel that I have made many new 
discoveries about myself and the way I see art and the world around me since coming to 
VCU.  The knowledge gained here will allow me to move forward in a new phase that 
will, I hope, allow as much breakthrough as the last two years have. 
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